Introduction
In 1980 Marguerite Yourcenar became the first woman elected to the Académie Frangaise. It is thus unsurprising that her three-volume auto biography Le Labyrinthe du monde, published betw/een 1974 and 1988, attracted attention. However, readers expecting to find out at last who the reclusive Yourcenar, who had lived for years on Mount Desert Island, really was, were to be disappointed. In the Labyrinthe du monde, Yourcenar meticulously explores her genealogy but gives very little information about herself This provoked Elena Real, for instance, at the end of an international congress on Yourcenar's work in 1985, to leave the audience with the following question: "What kind of writing is this, that begins with the self ends with the self and yet never really speaks of the self?" ("Quelle est cette écriture qui part du Moi pour aboutir au Moi et cependant ne parle pas de sol?") (Real, 1990:209) . 1 The couple's real names were Jeanne and Conrad de VIetinghoff. They had a son whose name was Egon (Savigneau, 1990:36) . 2
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Uterator 21(1) April 2000:21-36 Elisabeth Snyman writings, and to an effort to represent or "mime" the past in a convincing way in her historical novels. Underlining this resurrection of the past, is a "privileging of subjectivity" in the sense that the novelistic subject is the centre of the discourse. The Yourcenarian subject possesses "a unified self in which consciousness determines behaviour and in which thought and feeling can, at least potentially, mesh into a harmonious whole" (During, 1992 :18)3. one can assume that the "cherished premises shared in recent years by members of the Parisian avant-garde" are the main trends of thought which characterise the movement of the "New New Novel", namely the refusal of conventional novelistic structures, the decentring of the narrative perspective, and the conception that the literary text cannot refer in a simple transparent way to an extra-textual referent, but can only be an incessant play of signifiers (Smyth, 1991) . Qualifications like "humanism", and an "unwillingness" to accept the main currents of thought of the "Parisian avant-garde", suggest that Yourcenar is a conventional writer. Staying within such a tradition seems to exclude the possibility of creating an absent autobiographical subject that could be the product of an evolution beyond humanism, of a conception of the self as being decentred, unable to be the origin, focus or end of historical processes. Contrary to those commonly accepted interpretations of Yourcenar's work, this article takes up a few cues from Foucault's writings to construct a hermeneutical hypothesis about Yourcenar's autobiography, namely that her practice of self-representation draws on a new approach to historiography of which Michel Foucault, for example, was one of the earliest practitioners. Foucault is a contemporary of Yourcenar, but also her antipode in the sense that he is an historiographer associated with the refusal of humanism (During, 1992:17) and is known to have encouraged avant-garde writing (During, 1992:7).
Yourcenar and Foucault 2.1 Historiographical methods
The problematic of the possibility/impossibility of the objective and transparent rendering of historical facts in historiography is important to both Yourcenar and Foucault. Where Yourcenar was the fine, meticulous historian who investigated every piece of evidence she could find to reconstruct the past in a faithful way, Foucault was often criticised for inaccurate representations of history. In 1977 he explained to an inter viewer that the histories he wote were "fictions" or "interpretations". However, this does not invalidate Foucault's historical writings, because their prime intent was not to represent "the literal truth concerning the past", but rather to function as attacks against an existing order which he wished to dismantle through them (Megill, 1985:234) 4. Foucault is clearly a radical thinker, and is concerned with the functioning of structures of power in contemporary society, which his "genealogies" intend to disrupt. Yourcenar never goes to such extremes, although the present also determines the way she considers the past in her historical novels (Tilbey, 1990:9 (Yourcenar, 1991:974) . Like many other things in her life, the place where she was born was the result of chance: "The place itself was more or less fortuitous, like a lot of other things were going to be during the course of my existence and during the course of any existence closely examined". ("Le site lui-même était á peu prés fortuit, comme nombre d'autres choses allaient l'être au cours de mon existence, et sans doute de toute existence regardée de plus prés") (Yourcenar, 1991:708; . this article also refers to the essay 'What is Enlightenment" which has been published only in the Foucault Reader, Rabinow is used here tor both essays.
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Uterator21 ( Although the fact of discontinuity in history is valued in different ways by these two authors, the mere recognition that life cannot be neatly reduced to cause and effect, causes the same reaction in both of them as far as the constitution of identity is concerned. Discontinuity seems to free the subject to create him/herself. As Foucault exhorted people to do, Yourcenar, as a "free being", invents, creates her own "ontology" (Foucault, 1984a:45-50 seeking to give new Impetus, as far and wide as possible, to the undefined work of freedom (Foucault, 1984a; 46 
Conceptions of the subject
Foucault's conception of history has important consequences for the way he saw the place of the subject, "man", in history. According to Foucault "man" as the object of knowledge did not exist before the end of the eighteenth century. "He is a quite recent creature, which the demiurge of knowledge fabricated with its own hands less than two hundred years ago (...)" (Foucault, 1970:308 Yourcenar's scepticism concerning the uniqueness of the individual may shed some light on this question: In the essay "Mishima ou la vision du vide", she states that individual existence is ephemeral, "scattered, contradictory, constantly changing, now hidden, then visible". Every individual existence is "an impenetrable secret" (Yourcenar, 1991:198) . In her autobiography, based on the meticulous study of any archives containing information about her ancestors, she cynically observes that "... genealogy, this science so often used to serve human vanity, leads (...) to humility via the recognition of how little we represent among the multitudes (...)" ("... la généalogie, cette science si souvent mise au service de la vanité humaine, conduit (...) á l'humilité, par le sentiment du peu que nous sommes dans ces multitudes (...)") (Yourcenar, 1991:973) . Contemplating the few possessions of her mother that her father kept, Yourcenar observes: "Nothing proves better how insignificant is this human individuality to which we cling so hard, than the rapidity with which the few objects supporting and sometimes symbolising it, become outdated, outworn or lost". ("Rien ne prouve mieux le peu qu'est cette individualité humaine á laquelle nous tenons tant, que la rapidité avec laquelle les quelques objets qui en sont le support et parfois le symbole sont tour á tour périmés, détériorés ou perdus") (Yourcenar, 1991:748) . Although these statements by Yourcenar may point strongly in the direction of a decentred subject, such a conclusion must be drawn with circumspection. The downplaying of unique individuality brings us to a crossroad: we have to acknowledge that Yourcenar's oeuvre also steers away from Foucault's by the very central position given to the concept of the general and the universal. Every individual existence and every aspect of individual conduct are measured against, and defined by general categories. Is Yourcenar's thought in this respect diametrically opposed to Foucault's, when he rejects the universal in favour of the contingent? We will have to decide whether the lack of information on the subject's own history in this autobiographical text is due to a conception of decentred individuality, or whether it is a continuation of a classical (humanist) line of thought which prefers the general or the universal to the individual. In consequence, she suggests that the reader will not find the subject of the Western tradition of thought in this autobiography because everything, the human subject included, is taken up into the "Great Whole" (Proust, 1997:167 Philip IV and his wife Mariana, but one can only see their reflection in a mirror against the wall, in the back of the room represented in the painting (Foucault, 1970:3-16) . It is indeed an enigmatic self-portrait, which, by foregrounding an apparently absent subject (the king and the queen), gives an oblique presentation of Velasquez at work and places the artist within a certain artistic tradition. Thus Yourcenar, apparently absent from her autobiography, reveals herself indirectly through what she chooses to tell about her ancestors and the way in which she tells it. The writer's identity is hidden behind the figures of all the ancestors she discovers in her labyrinthine autobiography (Sperti, 1986) . Strongly opposes her thought to Foucault's. The narrator becomes a Theseus, who pits her will against "the great cosmic folly"<® and enters the labyrinth of her ancestral past firmly holding onto the thread of a sharp moral consciousness. To conclude, we can state that one finds an interesting dichotomy in Yourcenar's three-volume autobiography. For all its lack of bios, it stays a very "centred" text, but "centred" in a way that is unconventional for an autobiography. The overall impression is that of an essay in which a woman of reason reflects on the past. And yet all the features shared with Foucault, like discontinuity, fragmented identity, creating the self, absence of the self, allow us to believe that Yourcenar was more influenced by intellectuals like Foucault and the Parisian avant-garde of the seventies than generally accepted^V She followed to some extent the new historiographical trends which are evident in her treatment of the autobiographical subject, but apparently she retained something of the classical humanist stance toward universal moral judgement.
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